Introduction
On the morning of September 11, 2001 (9/11) , the USA experienced the worst terrorist attack in American history. Research on the 9/11 attacks has largely been conducted through quantitative studies using standardized interviews and questionnaires with a predetermined content, often focused on posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and its symptoms [1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] . Most exposures to 9/11 trauma in the attacks on the World Trade Center (''Ground Zero'') in New York City occurred very close to the Ground Zero site, within about a one-block radius [7] . The majority of people who were either in the World Trade Center (WTC) towers or nearby during the attacks, however, did not develop PTSD [7] [8] [9] . These individuals without PTSD and the very large numbers of people in the New York City area who were not exposed to trauma in the disaster were nevertheless profoundly affected. A narrow focus on trauma-related psychopathology may not adequately capture or represent the 9/11-related concerns and emotional responses of these populations [10] [11] [12] [13] [14] [15] [16] .
Qualitative research facilitates the emergence of new concepts by allowing participants to identify and share what is of greatest concern to them [17] . This process was demonstrated in focus group discussions of survivors of the anthrax attacks on Capitol Hill, whose main issues related to authorities' response to the attacks and personal safety concerns; in contrast, posttraumatic symptoms represented a small fraction of the concerns expressed in these groups [18, 19] .
This article describes a qualitative study conducted to examine the thoughts, feelings, perceptions, and concerns about the 9/11 terrorist attacks among individuals from affected companies at Ground Zero and elsewhere. The aim was to learn about the concerns of people who experienced the disaster either through direct exposure to 9/11 trauma or through other experience of it, in spontaneous discussion not directed by agendas of researchers. It is important to elicit people's experience of the disaster and their concerns without the influence of researcher direction, because their observations and concerns may differ from the impressions of researchers and not be voiced in research-directed, structured interviews. Focus groups were held with members of several companies in New York City in the second year after the 9/11 attacks to compare and contrast the personal responses of individuals from affected companies at Ground Zero and elsewhere in the area.
Methods
A volunteer sample of 140 participants was recruited to participate in a total of 21 focus groups conducted in six companies affected by the 9/11 terrorist attacks in the second year after the disaster. For this study, the companies from which members of the focus groups were recruited were separated into two broad trauma exposure categories characterized in a recent publication with careful examination and classification of 9/11 trauma exposures according to DSM-IV-TR Criterion A for PTSD [7] . Nine focus groups were conducted with workers from three companies located at Ground Zero (in the WTC towers or \0.1 block away): three (n = 28) from a company located in the North Tower of the WTC on 9/11, four (n = 20) from a company in the South Tower, and two (n = 12) from a social service agency located across the street from the WTC. 12 other focus groups were with workers from three companies outside of the Ground Zero area ([0.1 mile from the site): 2 focus groups (n = 18) conducted with employees of a social service agency located approximately 1.5 blocks away from Ground Zero, 5 (n = 32) with employees from a social service agency approximately 2 miles from Ground Zero, and 5 (n = 30) with personally trauma-unexposed flight attendants, aircraft mechanics, and managers of a commercial airline with major losses in the attacks.
In subsequent analyses from a previous survey study of these workplaces by this research group [7] , 52 % of participants from workplaces in the WTC towers had a 9/11-related PTSD-qualifying direct trauma exposure, and only 3 % of individuals in the workplaces [0.1 mile outside of the Ground Zero complex had qualifying 9/11-related direct trauma exposures [7] . Thus, the classification of companies from which the focus group members were recruited as at Ground Zero vs. outside Ground Zero reflects a characterization of groups from companies with substantially different 9/11-related trauma exposure experiences. Readers should be careful to understand that these groupings refer to the companies from which the groups were formed, rather than to the individual members of the groups.
The participating companies allowed the researchers to conduct focus groups at the workplace and informed their employees of the opportunity. Interested employees met with a researcher who explained the study to them. Individual participation was voluntary, and written informed consent was obtained. Separate focus groups were conducted for managers and non-managerial employees, helping to avoid participants' reluctance to be candid in the presence of their superiors or subordinates in the groups. The Institutional Review Boards of the participating academic institutions approved this research. Further details of the sampling methods are available in other published articles [20] [21] [22] .
The data collection protocols and qualitative analysis methods have been used by this research team in several disaster studies [18, 19, [21] [22] [23] [24] . One group facilitator conducted all 21 focus groups in a nondirective fashion. Groups were given initial introduction on the purpose of the groups, and broad instructions were provided to elicit spontaneous discussion of members' thoughts, perceptions, feelings, responses, and concerns related to their experience of the 9/11 terrorist attacks. The groups lasted approximately 1 h and were audio recorded.
Qualitative analysis of the transcribed text was conducted with NVivo software (QSR International) for systematic organization and interpretation of its contents. The text was divided into passages demarcated by change of speaker. The transcripts were first reviewed for recurring themes and subthemes by a trained research assistant who was not involved in the rating of passages. Two other independent raters systematically and independently assigned codes for the single best-fitting themes and subthemes to all of the passages in the transcripts (excluding comments unrelated to the task). Inter-rater reliability was established for thematic coding of the passages (calculated only on scored response pairs with at least one rater assignment to at least one theme), with kappa values ranging from 83 to 88, all in the excellent range. Inter-rater differences were subsequently discussed by the team and resolved by agreement for final thematic coding of passages. Comparisons between discussions of Ground Zero and other company focus groups were made by inspection and interpretation of the thematic content. Presentation of the material in the themes is accompanied by illustrative quotes from the focus group discussions, and for the groups at Ground Zero companies, notation is provided as to which company's focus group was the source of the quote.
Results
The sample (n = 140) was 67 % female with mean age of 45 (SD = 10) years (median 46, range 18-73). About half (51 %) self-identified as Caucasian; African Americans (21 %) and Hispanics (20 %) together accounted for the next largest portion, and the remainder self-identified as Asians (7 %) and Middle Easterners (1 %). From the 2,205 passages recorded in the focus groups altogether, 1,000 (46 %) were from Ground Zero groups and 1,205 (54 %) from other groups (198 from the company 1.5 blocks away, 487 from the company 2 miles away, and 520 from the airline).
Five broad content themes with recurring content were identified: Disaster Experience, Emotional Responses (including 2 subthemes, Posttraumatic Stress Symptoms and Other Emotional Responses), Workplace Issues, Coping, and Issues of Public Concern. Definitions of each theme are provided in Table 1 along with inclusion and exclusion criteria for the material coded within them. All of these themes were represented in discussions of both Ground Zero and other companies. Table 2 provides the numbers and proportions of passages coded into the themes for Ground Zero and other company groups. Emotional Responses was the most richly For the remainder of ''Results'', the themes will be described using illustrative quotes. These quotes were chosen not as representative of numbers of quotations from different company groups, but as particularly descriptive of comments in the topic area.
Disaster Experience
Ground Zero company groups These participants described witnessing the planes hit the towers, feeling the jolt of the planes striking the buildings, fleeing from the danger, and witnessing the horrors of massive death and destruction at close range.
I was at my desk… in my office on the 100th floor… when the first plane hit… it felt like an earthquake…. The building jolted incredibly… the aftershocks made the building sway…. There was clearly an explosion…. [Outside the window] all I saw were papers and smoke… and headed for the emergency stairwell.
My windows faced the Trade Center… [I saw] the hole that went through from the one side to the other… [and knew] they'd never get them out of there…. And we just stood and looked at this in shock…. People jumping… it was just so unbelievable.
When the second plane hit, I was on about [floor] 50. The stairs beneath me seemed to [shift] like a Slinky. The whole building waved… threw me from one side of the stairwell to the other. [For] what felt like a minute afterward, the building [felt like it] was slowly falling over… stairs underneath me going back and forth…. Complete chaos: people were pushing… jumping down flights of stairs….
They described initial shock and disbelief, which evolved into a growing awareness and understanding of the events as they unfolded, and a sense of utter horror.
When it hit, I still didn't believe it was terrorism. I just couldn't believe it. And then one of the supervisors, I remember [name] screaming, ''We have to get the hell out of here!'' And I say, ''OK, OK.'' But by that time, I was in a daze. I didn't know what the hell was going on.
You felt like you was in the Twilight Zone because you couldn't run fast enough, because you're trying to dodge the bodies… the funny thing was when we got outside, everything was white…. I couldn't run fast enough because I was so scared I might step on something.
They recounted scenes of horror and chaos they encountered while fleeing the collapse of the towers and making their way toward safety.
I started running, and the people who were stopped were, like older people, people who were burnt sitting down….
There were a few people I jumped over, and those faces you can always see…
Company groups outside of Ground Zero
In contrast to accounts of the Ground Zero company groups, many participants in the other company focus groups had learned of the attacks from others or from the media. Some participants from other companies also saw terrible images, although from a greater distance beyond which horrific details were not directly discernible. They also described feelings of horror and disbelief and difficulties processing their immediate experience of the attacks.
I was in Chinatown, and somebody told me that they saw an airplane at the World Trade, and at that moment, I thought it was a joke…. When I saw the fire, I hadn't seen the attack, so I thought they were still joking. But when I saw the scenes from the roof of my house, I was scared. (company 2 miles away)
The second one happened…. It still didn't even occur to me that it would be some sort of terrorist attack. The news just kept on rolling…. Then I'm thinking the world's coming to an end here.
I worried about the people who were in those buildings. How will they get out? Somebody should go and help them…. (company 2 miles away) I think it was worse when I came down here to see it…. Once you see it in person, there's nothing like seeing it on TV; you just really break down and cry.
(company 1.5 blocks away)
Emotional Responses
Ground Zero company groups Members of these groups described intense emotional arousal after the attacks. They were haunted by repeated horrific images of scenes they had witnessed. They described physiological arousal to reminders and a general sense of foreboding and hypervigilance, exemplifying intrusive re-experience and hyperarousal symptoms.
I keep re-seeing what I saw. It doesn't stop. It's like a videotape that you play over and over again… it just won't go away.
Not a cloud in the sky and I look up: ''Oh, my God, it's that kind of a day.'' Those bring it back… gorgeous days bother me.
… sleeping in 20-minute increments… wake up in that heightened panic, my heart racing.
Nightmares… that I was in the building, burning… screaming at them trying to get them on the elevators to try and get them out…
The next morning… I heard the military planes, and I literally went under the table.
I tense when I hear a plane. Is it going to… crash into the building?
You know in your heart that something else will happen again; that it's inevitable… you're just waiting for it….
Other emotional responses reflected profound bereavement and grief surrounding the loss of coworkers and friends as well as material losses.
I lost two people that I ate lunch with daily for almost the entire time I had been with the company. I have not replaced them today. I eat alone. I go out alone. It's tough. I felt a lot of guilt about not being there.
A hundred and seventy-five people [lost] is incomprehensible. People… still look at me and say, ''How many did you lose?'' and then just shake their head.
How do you mourn so many people at the same time?
It took me a little while to get past the fact that it was OK for me to mourn my stuff… I brought a lot of stuff [to] my office…. After a while, it was OK for me to mourn my stuff. It was OK for me to want my stuff back.
Trade Town was so beautiful… truly magnificent. The art work, staircases…. And then we were of course displaced into someplace which was not so beautiful….
You mourn the loss of your stuff. You mourn the loss of the place. You mourn the loss of your colleagues. You mourn the loss of your innocence.
Company groups outside of Ground Zero
Emotional responses in these groups also included intrusive re-experience and hyperarousal symptoms, including distress with reminders, difficulty sleeping, nightmares, jumpiness, feeling unsafe, expecting it would happen again, and being overly alert. Other responses reflected greater appreciation for others and concerns about the emotional well-being of their family members, especially their children.
I think, whenever I get on a flight, ''This could be it.'' (airline) I can also see the Empire State Building from where I live, and I'm always looking at it, because it seems to me that I might see an airplane about to crash. (company 2 miles away) My son was 15 at the time. He was in school, and his friends were all saying that you're not safe anymore, and we're all going to die. He came home one night, and he was crying….''Mom, are we going to die? Are we safe?…. Are they going to do this again?'' (airline)
Workplace Issues
Ground Zero company groups These participants described extensive difficulties readjusting to the post-9/11 workplace environment after the destruction of their former offices and the loss of coworkers. Companies formerly housed in the WTC towers struggled to acclimate to the new work environment, crowded temporary work spaces, and lack of resources and tools such as their work files that were destroyed in the 9/11 attacks. ''My whole group was all in one room… for a month, we tried to operate in… five or six different locations, and we did the best we could.'' In the new post-9/11 environment, workplace relationship dynamics changed as new employees were hired to replace those lost on 9/11.
There's the pre-9/11 people and the post-9/11 people. Now, I started in May. I was only a couple months before and so I was relatively new to the company, but because I was there prior… they still saw me as an old-timer, because [9/11] was the defining moment.
Company managers felt responsibility for the readjustment of the employees back to the post-9/11 workplace. Readiness to return to work varied among employees. Managers described their attempts to reintroduce employees to the workplace in stages, trying to accommodate the varied emotional states of their employees and their employees' capacity to function in the highly disrupted work environment. There was clearly a tension between need to promote productivity and tolerance of workers' emotional responses and difficulties functioning after the 9/11 attacks.
[Over-crowding at work] demoralizes the staff, in terms of their work product and their attention to details and feelings toward the company, which were at that time getting more negative.
People are not nearly as productive as they used to be. They can't concentrate. I have to give them instructions way more often than I ever used to.
These participants identified the coming together of coworkers and compassionate gestures of the workplace as playing a pivotal role in their recovery process. The mental health services provided in the workplace were generally positively received.
I think we had, if I'm not mistaken, 4 or 5 sessions of group therapy in the conference room. We also, on the anniversary, we also had social workers there on that day…. So, I believe we had a lot of support.
I was personally very disappointed that I thought that all of the managers… should have set an example by presenting themselves at those sessions, and they didn't…. I really thought that would have been important.
The counselors that we had… were very good.
Some managers felt that they were put in an awkward position by being expected to participate in the same process groups as their employees. They further described difficulties they experienced trying to help their employees with their emotional issues while they were simultaneously trying to deal with their own emotions.
I felt the sense of responsibility, the sense of leadership… there were times when it was difficult, because you couldn't let your guard down…. You might be frightened to come to work… but you really couldn't show that, because how could you then expect your employees [to do so]?
Company groups outside of Ground Zero
Probably because their workplaces were not destroyed or even seriously disrupted, these groups provided little material in the theme of Workplace Issues. Many of their post-9/11 workplace concerns were not trauma-related, but rather secondary disaster-related stressors or remotely related to the 9/11 attacks. For example, secondary concerns related to workplace inconvenience related to the cleanup or related only secondarily to the general aftermath of disaster in the city such as economic and financial difficulties.
Coping

Ground Zero company groups
These discussions reflected almost exclusive reliance on the workplace and coworkers for coping and social and emotional support after the disaster. Participants explained that in part, this was because their families who were not directly exposed to trauma with them on 9/11 could not understand their experience with their coworkers in the attacks, and also because they felt the need to protect their families from the horrible things they had experienced during the attacks.
I totally threw myself into work. Like getting the office back together… and making a little office out of our conference room, and…. I just worked.
We tend to support each other. One day, someone would be down and you had someone to go to who understood what you've been through, to just listen… We had to be together because no one really understands unless you were there, and even now, talking to your family it's like, ''Well, get over it….''
Company groups outside of Ground Zero
Coping in these groups was largely concerned with giving and receiving social support. In contrast to the traumaexposed company groups, this support especially involved family members. Therapy and religion were identified as means of coping. Providing social support to others and altruistic volunteering in the community were described as not only helping others, but also helping to heal those who provided the support to others.
I took refuge in the Bible…. I visited the homes of many people in Queens, and many people were affected by that. Sharing Biblical texts was a great help to these people and myself. (company 2 miles away) I found local places to do volunteer work… packing up supplies to go down to Ground Zero, and joined the Red Cross…. That was my way of coping. I couldn't sit still and I couldn't stay home. (company 2 miles away)
Issues of Public Concern
Ground Zero company groups
Disaster preparedness and disruption of communication in the 9/11 attacks were issues discussed at length. These participants felt endangered by the lack of preparedness and disorganization of the emergency response teams and the country as a whole. Members questioned whether all of the appropriate measures had been taken to ensure their safety and described their frustrations with the difficulties they experienced trying to reach loved ones after the attacks.
I just thought that the US was a little more prepared. I just didn't know that this country was so disorganized…. I guess they just thought this would never happen here…. Where are the air traffic controllers? Who's tracking these things?
Cell phones were useless. I couldn't get ahold of a pay phone and then when I jumped into a building… I still couldn't dial out…. I finally got a line to midtown Manhattan to my corporate office and I was like, ''I'll tell you whatever you need to know, but somebody needs to call my wife and tell her I'm alive.'' Participants also expressed distress over the media's portrayal of the 9/11 attacks and the recurrent airing of images of the disaster that they were in. They described the media's focus on horrific images as disproportionate to the amount of actual information that was provided.
I was furious at the media for months after that… because if I saw a plane [on a televised newscast] one more time, I was going to call someone. It was like those Coke ads they… put in movie commercials like every two seconds, it was too much… I look at my granddaughter, and she's seven. She thought the Trade Center kept falling down, like there were many buildings, because they kept re-running it.
Company groups outside of Ground Zero
In contrast to the Ground Zero company groups, concerns in these groups focused outside of their own personal experiences of the attacks, and about their post-9/11 financial struggles and concerns about the nation's economic future.
Everybody knew someone. Some people lost friends, lost relatives, and they started to call me, because we were also in a housing crisis…. There was a whole lot of stress and continuing phone calls about both of these things. money, but if you're on this side of the street, you can't. (company 2 miles away)
[They] gave funds…. But they do not give funds to people who are undocumented. We look who lives in the area of 9/11, and the ones who are most affected… are the people who are doubled up, tripled up in the house, immigrants…. they're not eligible for any federal emergency funds. (company 2 miles away)
These participants expressed uncertainties about national safety after 9/11 and beliefs that future terrorist attacks were inevitable.
I think it'll happen again… even though we've beefed up security, but I still think if somebody really wants to terrorize, they probably will be able to do it again. (airline)
What will happen is that we will become complacent…. And then that's when they'll probably strike us again. (airline)
These participants also reflected on the changes they observed in society following the 9/11 terrorist attacks.
Right after 9/11… people were so nice. Nobody was nasty. It lasted maybe a couple of weeks…. (airline) Our attitudes have changed. Now, we look at everybody in a different light. We're looking at people in a more suspicious nature. (airline) Discussion Consistent themes were found across discussions of Ground Zero and other affected companies in these focus group discussions, but the emphasis and content within these themes differed remarkably between the two groups of companies represented. The main differences in content across the themes related to person focus and time orientation. Members of the Ground Zero company groups concentrated on their own 9/11 experience and the immediate disaster time frame. Their rumination on their personal 9/11 experience seems to be a reflection of the severity of the horror and terror they experienced during the attacks. The company groups outside of Ground Zero, however, expressed concerns for others rather than narrowly focusing on their own difficulties, embraced the overall picture, and contemplated the future. Although they had less intense personal experiences of the 9/11 attacks than those in Ground Zero companies, they also expressed considerable emotional distress.
Participants in both Ground Zero and other company groups described emotional responses suggesting PTSD symptoms, but this content represented only a minority of the material discussed, especially in the other company groups. Beyond PTSD symptoms, other responses described in ''Results'' were crying, bereavement and grief, guilt, disappointment, suspiciousness, demoralization, anger, and fatigue, as well as concerns about economic and financial problems, social support, media coverage, and personal problems. This result is not consistent with the focus on PTSD and its symptoms in the extant 9/11 literature [1] [2] [3] [4] [5] .
The company groups outside of Ground Zero described fear, personal safety concerns, and emotional responses reminiscent of hyperarousal symptoms, but largely in the context of concerns about potential future incidents rather than regarding their own experiences of the 9/11 attacks. It is possible that this differential expression of posttraumatic symptom content may reflect basic differences in the 9/11 experiences of members of these different disaster exposure groups. Participants from the Ground Zero companies were directly endangered and witnessed horrific scenes up close, which apparently provided substance for the development of the vivid intrusive memories, in contrast to the experience of participants from other companies, who did not directly experience the trauma of the disaster scene as a basis for development of such memories.
The posttraumatic symptoms described by the Ground Zero company groups suggested intrusive re-experience and hyperarousal criteria for PTSD, but avoidance/numbing symptoms were not represented in these discussions. Previous research has determined avoidance/numbing responses to trauma to represent a marker for the psychopathology in PTSD, and intrusion and hyperarousal symptoms without avoidance/numbing symptoms to reflect normative responses [25] [26] [27] [28] [29] [30] . Thus, posttraumatic psychopathology constituted only a minor part of the emotional responses described and a small fraction of the discussion related to the 9/11 experience in both sets of groups. Because the focus groups were non-directed and participants were not specifically asked about avoidance/ numbing symptoms, however, it is possible that they had these pathological symptoms but were reluctant or did not think of discussing them in the groups.
The non-directed focus group discussions with a methodologically rigorous qualitative analysis otherwise represented a core strength of this study. Conducting these groups with participants from Ground Zero and other companies is a strength that permitted examination of different experiences of disaster across these groups. A limitation of this study was that the sample was a volunteer sample and not systematically selected. Those who were most upset may be under-represented in the study sample, and this limitation may have contributed to the absence of avoidance/numbing symptoms and the relatively minor contribution of PTSD symptoms. The overrepresentation of women in this volunteer sample would be expected to provide an abundance of PTSD symptoms that are known to be more prevalent in women than in men [31] , making the relatively minor contribution of PTSD symptoms even more remarkable. It is recognized that not all participants from Ground Zero companies were directly exposed to 9/11 trauma, and possibly a few participants from other companies had actually been directly exposed, yielding groups without perfectly clean separation by 9/11 trauma exposure. Additionally, some participants may have been concerned about discussing their personal matters in front of their coworkers and consequently may have been less open and candid. Other methodological aspects of this study represent both strengths and limitations. Given the lapse of 1-2 years between the time of the 9/11 attacks and the time the focus groups were conducted, it is possible that the participants' perceptions had changed and they may have forgotten aspects of their experiences. The vividness of the descriptions, the richness of detail, the multiple concerns expressed, and the raw intensity of the emotions expressed, however, suggest that participants still had a great deal to share up to 2 years after the attacks.
This study revealed a wide array of psychosocial concerns following 9/11 among employees of companies in New York City that extended beyond PTSD to other psychosocial effects. Given these results, a narrow focus on PTSD in postdisaster response settings may promote interventions that are unresponsive or even counterproductive to survivors' actual needs [7, 32] . For example, psychiatric treatment should be targeted for the minority of those exposed who develop psychiatric disorders after disaster; PTSD treatment is not appropriate for those who were not exposed to trauma, but interventions for other concerns, such as social services for economically distressed groups and effective risk communication from government leaders to address fears about personal safety, may be more helpful [33] . Regardless of whether affected individuals were or were not directly trauma exposed, the 9/11 terrorist attacks left a lasting impact on everyone involved. Future research on disaster-affected populations should differentiate trauma-exposed and -unexposed groups in attempts to differentiate their concerns and needs for intervention, so that resources can be directed most appropriately to different exposure groups. Informed by the results of these focus groups, quantitative research studies should address not just PTSD and other psychopathology among disaster-exposed groups, but also other psychosocial sequelae of more broadly affected groups without direct trauma exposures.
